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1. 1 of 100th 


Title: 1/100th 
Characters/Pairings: Zidane, Vivi, Quina, Beatrix 
Genre: Err... drama with a dash of angst 
Rating: PG13 
Words: 1698 
Summary: Guardians, their charges, and_ the 
Statistics. 
Notes: In-game. Prompt: #22 Clerya, #82 fighting 


“Now that I have this jewel, I am through with 
your city!” 


Vivi quivered behind her cape. Freya carefully 
blocked the mage from Beatrix’s view, and then 
forgot him. Your city. My city. Wild, violent things 
churned within her, mingling with unshed tears. She 
could feel Burmecian blood on her feet and legs, red 
flakes crusted between her claws. The inner corners 
of her eyes were damp. Where was her lance? 
Dropped with a clatter near where Sir Fratley had 
stood. Freya cursed beneath her breath. 


First failure: never returning. 


Second failure: not remembering. 
But this: leaving. That she could not forgive. 


Zidane made to chase after the knight, but Freya 
saw and quickly beat him to it. 


“Halt, villain!” she cried out. Kamikaze. 
Disgrace. What else was there to do? Freya ran at 
the knight, feet pattering swiftly, vaulting into the 
air, claws extended, landing before her, lunging. 
Beatrix’s cape whipped to a stop and quick as 
lightening the knight parried the raised arm and 
Slashed at Freya’s midsection. She did not account 
for Freya’s inhuman proportions; the rat jumped 
back, her thick dragon hide coat slashed through but 
her stomach intact. No time for awe, no time for 
fear, Freya lunged again. 


Zidane skidded a few feet away from them, his 
dagger unsheathed. He hesitated. Vivi stumbled to a 
halt behind him, lugging Freya’s precious lance in 
the dirt, its oiled, polished surface dry with dust. 
Quina peered curiously over Zidane’s shoulder. 


“Too close,” the Qu commented. Freya and 
Beatrix, the fastest blurs Zidane had ever seen, were 
caught in a dance of slashes and parries and blood 


on blades, on claws, on sleeves. An exchange of 
steel, in eyes and hand. 


Beatrix threw a powerful punch that should have 
put Freya down, but something kept her on her feet, 
kept her bounding back too fast for him to calculate. 
His dagger itched to squeeze in and slice the 
Alexandrian knight from shoulder to belly and back, 
but it was always Freya’s shoulder or arm or thigh in 
the way. Zidane was not sure who was orchestrating 
whom— if the Dragoon was protecting him from 
joining or the knight was protecting herself. 


Freya cried out as Beatrix snapped her blade up 
and sunk it into the Burmecian’s shoulder. A terrible 
cry, keening, before Freya clamped her bloody teeth 
shut. Her fingers glanced of Beatrix’s face with a 
metallic screech that left red grooves. 


It was obvious Freya was losing. 


Vivi struggled up from the ground, dusty and 
burnt with wilting shoulders, and called upon fire. 


The runes in the air vibrated with power. Vivi’s 
eyes blinked with fatigue, vanished, and cracked 
open in tiny crescents. 


Zidane saw too late. “No, Vivi! —” 


The fire escaped from his fingers. Burning, 
churning, howling with excitement, it tore for 
Beatrix in a path of blazing white-hot energy. Freya 
did not see it, too blinded by the stain of blood on 
her thighs, on her hands, in her eyes. Beatrix did. 
Dropping Save the Queen at her feet, she caught 
Freya mid-lunge by her neck, rocked back, and 
propelled her with her boot into the flame. 


Freya screamed. Shrill, piercing, loud, on and on 
forever. Zidane clasped his hands over his ears and 
blood trickled between his fingers. Vivi collapsed to 
his knees. Quina stared. 


The fire cackled and vanished in a whisper. Freya 
fell to the ground with a jarring thud, limp. Beside 
her, Beatrix rolled to her feet, snatched up her 
sword, and swung it down. 


“Freya!” Vivi whispered. 
Nothing. 


Freya opened fringed eyelashes to Beatrix’s grim 
face and God Save the Queen pressed tightly against 
her throat. 


Nothing. Freya stared and said nothing. 


After an agonizing moment, Zidane hesitantly 
stepped forward. 


“Move and she dies,” Beatrix warned, and he 
stopped. 


Freya gazed behind frozen eyelids and a haze of 
gray smoke. Beatrix’s face played over and over in 
her head, moving, flashing, no time for awe, but oh 
god. Her open wounds smoked and the pressure at 
her neck choked her. She imagined her own head, 
red and raw, rolling limply on the floor. 


What was there to say of this? There were no 
words. This was nothing like fighting dragons with 
distance between weapon and teeth, between spear 
and spear, between body and ground. This was 
power and quickness and no distance at all, and 
together like this she could not conquer it. For the 
first time in her life, Freya could not think straight, 
could not breathe. 


Beatrix turned her steely eye to her. “Villain? You 
dare to calm me that? You rats could never 
understand. This is liberation,” Beatrix said fiercely. 


Something shining caught Freya’s eye, and 
expressionlessly, her head tilted towards it. The 
Desert Star, the pride of Cleyra, glittered like a small 


sun a few feet from the Alexandrian Knights heel, 
flashes of rich brown and yellow casting patterns 
upon the smooth angular silver of the woman’s eye 
patch. Beatrix noticed, glanced at the jewel, and then 
with a sudden jerky motion, snapped it up. Freya 
glanced back at Beatrix, at the dark ruts of the iron 
sword at her neck, and then to that covered eye, a 
wall of steel. Iron was in Beatrix’s blood. 


Oh, Cleyra. Freya thought. With a sudden, 
startling clarity, she realized she couldn’t win. 


Her lips parted and her voice was the wind dust 
settling around Cleyra, fallen, lifeless. “Liberation 
for whom, I wonder. Alexandria? Queen Brahne?” 


Beatrix’s stare was long and hard. “The 
princess,” she said finally, breathing heavily. 


Zidane gasped. Somewhere beneath them, in the 
distance, an explosion of fire plumed into a wave of 
debris. Someone screamed. 


“I see,” Freya whispered. “One for one 
hundred?” 


“One is enough!” Beatrix snapped. 


One is enough. Freya’s body tightened painfully, 
coiling in on itself in resonance. Bodies of monsters 
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skewered by her spear and they stood together in the 
carnage, Sir Fratley kissing her and smiling and 
then gone, and she fell to her knees, again, again, 
again. 


Freya shook her head weakly. “It will not work. It 
is not worth it.” 


Beatrix stared. 


A huge fireball the size of a boulder flashed over 
Freya, and hit the knight full on, knocking her back. 
Beatrix snarled, and her eyes narrowed on Freya. 
The sword flashed silver. Freya closed her eyes 
briefly. 


The splatter of blood. 
Her eyes snapped open. 


“Where is she?” Zidane fell to a knee beside 
Freya’s prone body, holding a bleeding side. “Where 
is the princess?” 


Beatrix looked at them—shoulder charred, a cut 
on her cheek—and ran. 


Freya stared up at the sky. Failure, failure, again, 
again this will end in blood, there is no softness in 
steel, my city is gone, again, everything is gone, 
damn you Fratley for leaving me here again. 
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Damn this. 


“Freya... damn it!” Zidane turned to her, lifting 
up her gently, cradling her neck with his large palm. 
His other hand grasped her shoulder. His face was 
fierce. ‘Freya, if you ever try some heroic stunt like 
that again, I'll kill you myself.’ He patted her cheek 
a bit roughly. “We’ve got to get out of here. We’ve 
got to follow her. Can you walk?” 


Freya stared at him listlessly. Quina came close 
and fixed its large beady eyes on the Dragoon. 
Zidane turned helplessly to the Qu. 


“Potion,” Quina said finally. 


With fumbling fingers, Zidane opened up his 
pack and grabbed their last potion, popping the cork. 
He sloshed it on her muzzle a bit before tipping it all 
down her throat. Then with a little difficulty, he 
hefted her to her feet. 


“Vivi, grab Freya’s lance.” 


Freya returned in a burst of color. Her eyes 
blinked, focused. Zidane and Vivi stood in her view, 
back-dropped by a gigantic cloud of flame and 
smoke. In the distance, she saw a black mage 
disappear into a portal of chuming magic, followed 
closely by a flash of silver and red. The bobbing 
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straw hats of mages lumbered towards the flashing 
spot. 


She almost collapsed again, but not quite. 
Wobbling on her knees, she took her lance gingerly 
between broken fingers, and leaned on it. She 
pointed in the direction of the mages, and the group 
turned. 


“We go there. We follow her.” 
“T’m sorry, Freya,” Vivi whispered. 
“Tts okay.” 


Zidane gave her one last anxious look, before 
jogging in the direction she pointed. Vivi hiccuped, 
and stumbled after him. 


“You go,” Quina said. 


Freya stared at the temple, at the trees, at the 
bodies littering the earth. She listened to the cries for 
help, the screams, the slow, awful chewing of the 
fire as it spread. Some part of her still burned in the 
intensity of Vivi’s flame, in a baptism of fire and 
blood, in the carved fractures of despair in her soul. 
She wanted to fall to her knees and bury herself with 
her people, wanted to press damp earth to her eyes 
and cool away the tight pain of being incapable of 
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crying human tears. Perhaps if she collapsed, they 
would leave her to die. Perhaps if she collapsed, all 
her seams would come apart and she wouldn’t have 
to pretend she was whole, or had been whole, or 
ever would be whole again. 


It will not work. It is not worth it. 

Zidane, Vivi, Quina? What of them? 

One for one hundred. No, one hundred for one. 
The answer was simple. 

Three for me. 


Freya shuddered in a breath and nodded. She 
wanted to say something out loud, to Quina, to 
Fratley’s empty space, to the ash bodies, to dying 
Cleyra. She wanted to tell them that this was 
responsibility—being beaten again and again with 
inevitability, enduring it, standing up, and taking 
another step. She wanted to ask why the truth of her 
own weakness was so unbearable, even when she 
knew these forces and destinies that held her down 
raced beyond her control. She wanted to know if this 
was maturation: withholding despair, accepting the 
insignificance of her single life, realizing that 
something essential existed beyond her traditions, 
her people, herself. 
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But there were no words for it, to convey this 
intensity 


So Freya stumbled forward. 
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2. Limit Break 


Title: Limit Break 
Theme + Number: #4. White Magic, #5. Support, 
#8. Black Magic 
Claim: Freya 
Characters/Pairings: breif mentioning of Vivi, 
Garnet, Eiko 
Rating: K 
Summary: Limitations are important things. 


True magic had been lost to the Burmecians. 
What little magic they possessed was not a skill to 
harvest, nor could it be classified into colors. It was 
an old magic, a magic borrowed by their gods and 
stolen from dragons. A magic forged into weapons 
and rings, called upon in prayer. It was not an 
endless chasm of magic, but like magic in many 
bottles, used in small quantities many times over. 


Freya was unsure if that was a bad thing. 


To her, true magic was terrifying. She had 
watched what the power of fire could do, guided 
only by will and leisure. She had seen the gift of 
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healing, given sparingly and unjustly and to some 
not at all. There was no true guidance to colored 
magic, no limitation to its master to protect him 
from his own carelessness. There was no control. 
For Freya, for all Burmecians, lack of control lead to 
the desecration of honor, the most noblest, most 
treasured ideal of their race. 


Not having honor was the one thing in the world 
Freya would never allow for herself, or anyone for 
that matter. 


And so, when Vivi or Garnet or little Eiko would 
cast their spells, Freya would watch them, protect 
them, keep them safe as best she could, for magic 
was a battle outside and within. She would smile 
and shake her head and think of them fondly and 
tenderly, with pride. 


For Magic, magic of flame and holy, of good and 
evil, was a power of god given to mortals, a power 
made for one beyond mortal capabilities; a privilege 
few, if any, should have. 


For Freya, it was not magic she admired, but 
those who used it right. 
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3. Fine Distinctions 


Title: Fine Distinctions. 
Theme + Number: 13. Stop 
Characters/Pairings: Vivi 
Rating: PG / K+ 
Word Count: 683 
Summary: It is in the details. 


She found him alone sitting next to a stream, 
playing with the water. He cupped it and threw into 
the air, and then with a raised palm, cast stop on the 
droplets. Down they tumbled, colorless and dull, and 
they shattered at his feet. 


Freya sat next to him. “Vivi?” She began to clean 
her Dragon’s Hair in the river, which was caked in 
green blood and unmentionable gory bits. It was a 
gruesome chore, and one she had thought to do 
alone. Apparently not. 


The mage sat silent. 


Freya glanced at Vivi between gently scrubbing 
her weapon. It was a dangerous place, the forests 
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around Daguerreo. The party had been attacked 
many times today, consecutive battles that allowed 
little time to catch one’s breath. The last few had 
been particularly vicious, owing up to the sheer 
abnormal strength the creatures of this island 
possessed. She was surprised Vivi had gone 
wandering off, considering that Great Dragons 
lurked about. 


Vivi’s eyes were dull as he stared at the water. He 
had not looked at her once, not even when she 
spoke. After a moment of running her hands over the 
smooth blade of her lance, Freya gingerly rested the 
shaft against her shoulder and focused on the small 
mage beside her. 


“Vivi, what’s wrong?” Freya asked. 


Vivi cupped water in his hands. A moment later, 
it turned gray in his palms. Hefting it in one hand, he 
turned to Freya. “This is what happens when 
something stops,” he said quietly. He held the 
stopped water out to her. 


Freya eyed the irregular-shaped mass, before 
taking it gently between her claws. 


She blinked. She was staring at the object, and 
yet her fingers could not feel the stopped water. 
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There was no pressure between her fingers, no 
weight. It was like pressing her fingers against a 
barrier of some kind, but one that was light as air. 
She flipped it in her hands, running her fingers over 
the curves and edges of the water, before returning 
it. 

“That’s strange,” she said simply, “but surely not 
worth contemplation. What’s the matter with it?” 


Vivi gazed at the water in his hand a moment 
longer, before suddenly, it was liquid water again 
and it trickled through his fingers in a rush. Droplets 
swirled. He tured his gaze up to the Dragoon 
Knight. 


“I don’t know,” he replied. Their eyes made 
contact. “It doesn’t make sense. Things that... 
stop... shouldn’t be allowed to unstop... should 
they?” 


Freya saw something flicker in his golden eyes. 
How many people have... stopped moving? 


You are very kind to use those words. But you 
already know what it means to live... 


...and to die. 
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Freya looked at him for a long moment, her 
expression unreadable. Then, taking Vivi by 
surprise, she went back to cleaning her lance. 


Vivi’s hands trembled. “Tell me, Freya. Please... 
is it... should I... we...” 


“Vivi,” Freya interrupted, “stopping is not death.” 
Vivi stared at her. “But...” 


“Stopping,” Freya went on firmly, “is ceasing to 
exist. There is nothing inside it or outside it; it is 
simply a shell of something lost. Now death...” 


The Dragon’s Hair gleamed in the light of the 
sunset. Freya stood and with practiced ease, sliced 
the air in front of her once, twice, thrice and a 
fourth. Then, carefully, she balanced the shaft on her 
shoulder. 


“Death,” Freya said, the light of the sunset 
making her silver hair gold, “is dying after having 
lived.” 


She glanced at Vivi, and then smiled 
mysteriously. 


“Not even death can erase your existence. 
Dreams, memories, actions... all these are retained 
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in the heart of life. Even in death, you are 
unstopped.” 


Vivi dropped his gaze, staring at his open hands. 


“T hope you’ll follow me soon,” Freya said. “One 
should not lose themselves to night when light is 
beyond the trees.” Her lance pointed towards camp, 
but her eyes remained fixed on his pointed hat. 


“O-okay,” Vivi said quietly. 
“Good.” Then, Freya left. 


Long minutes passed, but soon Vivi followed. 
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4. The Right Fit 


Title: The Right Fit 
Pairings: None 
Prompts: #20. Alexandria, #94. Passing Time 
Rating: K 
Summary: There is a something for someone in 
every city. 
Word Count: 718 


Alexandria is a beautiful city and it makes Freya 
feel uncomfortable. Partly, she thinks, because it is 
so rigid in nature — as if the city itself was once 
cultivated to grow into a predetermined form, like 
roses on a trestle. It reminds her of the hard cut 
beauty of statues, standing frozen forever in 
perfection. 


Six days after the Mistadons attacked, six days 
since Zidane and Dagger left, and already Freya 
wants to leave. Steiner bids her stay at the castle till 
the princess’s return, Beatrix actually orders it, and 
even Freya herself knows she will wait for Zidane, 
even if death threatens her to leave. However, the 
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impulse for Freya to flee resides everywhere in the 
castle: in the smooth stone walls, the stately books, 
the polished silverware at the dinner table, even the 
soft richness of her silk bed sheets. While 
Alexandria is a city of virtues (courage, fealty, and 
determination), it is also a city of elegance and 
wealth. It is a holy place for heroes and knights, 
those legendary people she admires and cherishes 
and loves, but it is also strict and stately. People here 
are destined for great things. 


It is not a place she belongs. 


Freya escapes into the city beyond the castle. Her 
feet make the clacking sound of nails on stone, and 
it draws attention to her. Men smoking cigars and 
women washing laundry turn to watch as she passes 
and she can feel their eyes like flies swarming 
around her. Perhaps they have not seen a Burmecian 
before. Perhaps they have. Ultimately, it does not 
matter. Their gawks are simple evidence to the 
foreign nature of this city. 


For it is a very strange city. 


Freya drifts through the marketplace, browsing 
stalls, walking in and out of doors (through which 
she must stoop, for they were not made with a 
Burmecian’s height in mind). She watches. She 
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studies the architecture of the buildings, tests the 
sturdiness of the wooden walls, and admires the 
texture of them. Wood is a novelty, an anomaly, to a 
sewer-drowned rat. 


A trio of girls perches on the entrance to a hotel, 
chattering about jump ropes, Tetra Master, icky 
brothers, Mistadons, and cute Benji who lost his 
kitten down the alley. As she walks past, Freya is 
struck with how much they remind her of the girls 
back in Lindblum gossiping over airships, Lowell 
Bridges in the Theater District, and their collections 
of Tetra Cards. She pauses, intrigued, and then after 
a moment, turns down the alley. 


Alexandria changes before her eyes. Wood 
transforms into stone, the streets become dirtier, the 
people stare less and less. A man at the dock gives 
her a friendly nod as she passes by. Not soon after, 
she finds little Benji, running frantically up and 
down a street calling for his kitten Bobo. She finds 
Bobo perched on the roof of his house and rescues 
him, but her glimpse of Alexandria from such a 
height pulls her to return despite the enthusiastic 
hugging that Benji dotes on her. She lands on the 
bell tower near the water’s edge and finds a well- 
used route leading deeper into Alexandria. Despite 
herself, Freya is curious. 
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“Prince Puck would be all over these in an 
instant,” she thinks with a smile, as she walks 
carefully across strategically placed boards making 
pathways between the houses. She watches the gritty 
clouds of soot rise from chimneys. Finally, she sits 
on the roof of a particularly nice building (new 
shingles, she notices, for their color has not dulled 
with the weather) and gazes down at the canal that 
separates the castle from the rest of the city. 


Despite the newness of the building, there is soot 
and dust everywhere. Freya’s traveling suit and 
family crest are more pink in color than red, and her 
hair is more gray than silver. It hardly matters to her 
though. Dust is a familiar thing, a counterpart to any 
city. Perhaps down in the marketplace the dust is 
hidden away, but now, up here, Freya wonders how 
she could have thought Alexandria so completely 
alien as to lack dirt. 


Freya leans back comfortably against the warm 
shingles and lets the sun caress her dirty face. 
Drowsily, she muses that perhaps she was wrong. 


She fits right in Alexandria. 
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5. Eye Will Petrify 


Title: Eye Will Petrify 
Theme + Number: 49. Dawn, 66. Stone 
Pairings: Freya/Fratley 
Rating: PG/K 
Summary: It’s morning time. Wonder where you 
are. 
Author’s Note: Summary comes from “1000 Miles” 
by Jewel. Word count: 872 


Freya hates mornings in Burmecia. 


Every day, when she awakes, the rain patters so 
drearily on the stone buildings and stone floors that 
she can not summon the energy to open her eyes. 
Instead she lays naked in tangled sheets and waits 
for Sir Fratley to knock on her door. 


Like clockwork, knock. “Are you appropriate?” 
he asks with a little embarrassment. 


“No,” she replies, and in a curious sort of way, 
waits to see if he will enter anyway. 


He stays outside. 
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She gets up and throws on her attire and tells him 
to come in while buttoning up her jacket. He pushes 
open the door hesitantly, like he does every morning. 
It is never locked. He says nothing, though, and 
simply stands awkwardly in the corner, watching. 
He never sits down in a chair, or leans against her 
walls or steps closer to her. He certainly never asks 
her whose claws those are peeking beneath her bed, 
or the set of unused lock picks on her dresser, or 
why she has Alexandrian roses sticking out of a 
cooking pot. 


He is so predictable, Freya thinks between 
buttons, behind the lids of her closed eyes. He 
always has been. That too, has not changed. 


Once they leave her rooms, she and Fratley sit on 
the hard palace steps for a guard duty they have been 
assigned since childhood. He is like stone at her side 
with the same respectful rigidness she admired as a 
child, and she wants to break him but knows she will 
only break herself in the process. 


So Freya closes her eyes. 


It is here, where she hugs her knees and he stares 
unreadably into the horizon, that present and past 
lapse and blur. The mornings are always like this for 
her, unyielding and sturdy, driven by the same 
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uninfluenced forces that directed her younger self in 
the same pattern. It is as if everything she has 
experienced between than and now is pointless, as if 
her efforts to change and be changed were in vain. 
Now she is stuck in the same past and same 
memory, with the same purpose and same man. Oh 
how peculiar life is, she thinks, that all bends and 
wends lead to the same unchanging path. Is the 
world so curved that no traveler can escape its 
perfect circle? 


How can she have thought differently? 


Freya curls deeper into herself and hardly feels 
the chill of the rain. With her eyes closed, she 
doesn’t have to see that she is slowly petrifying 
inside. 


“Freya?” 


Freya opens her eyes with a start. She looks 
around somewhat bewildered, before realizing it is 
Fratley who spoke. He is still staring out at the 
horizon ablaze with red fire. 


“T think,” he says carefully, as if testing the words 
out, “that you should get a lock for that door of 
yours. Anybody could walk in and catch you off 
guard.” 
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She blinks. “What?” 


He turns to her. “Your door. It is always 
unlocked. It makes me feel... uncomfortable.” 


She stares at him, a bit unnerved. “I don’t like to 
lock the door,” she says, and then is surprised, and 
then is even more surprised that she has more to say. 
As if her words can no longer stand being caged. “It 
feels so very final, as if I am locking myself away 
from the rest of the world. I like to think that I am 
apart of it still, that it can still be with me, if it only 
tried.” Suddenly, she is trembling and _ terribly 
frightened at the truth in her words. 


Fratley does not seem surprised. He thinks on her 
words, tugging thoughtfully on a lock of his own 
hair. “Then open your window instead. Invite it in,” 
he says seriously. 


Freya blinks. “Open my window?” 
“Yes.” 


She gapes at him in disbelief, and then throws 
back her head and laughs, long and loud and full. 
When she looks back at him, her cheeks red with 
mirth, he is frowning at her. 


“Why do you laugh?” he asks, somewhat miffed. 
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“I don’t have a window,” she replies between 
chuckles. “My walls are of solid stone. You have 
been visiting my room for how long and not 
noticed?” 


His face darkens in embarrassment and he turns 
away, rubbing his cheek with the back of his hand in 
a habit she has never noticed before. “Well,” he says 
after a long moment, and suddenly he is serious 
again. “I am not usually looking at your room when 
I visit.” 


Freya stops laughing abruptly. A soft blush rises 
to her cheeks and she looks away awkwardly off 
into the horizon. “Oh,” is all she says, and the 
present is awfully real and suddenly she realizes 
how very different she feels sitting next to him in the 
Same spot they have always sat. 


“.... shall talk with the King’s Steward. I doubt 
he will have a problem with moving you to a room 
with a window.” 


“Um... Thank you.” 


The next day finds Freya in a different room on a 
different morning with a man who has always been 
different if only she had looked, she had opened her 
eyes, she had seen him in the morning light. 
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6. A Helping Tail 


Title: A Helping Tail 
Characters/Pairings: Zidane, Freya 
Genre: Humor 
Rating: PG 
Words: 690 
Summary: When chivalry isn’t dead, but should 
be... 
Notes: In-game. Prompt: #32 Help, #52 Noon 


“Why don’t I—” 
“No.” 

“Let me just—” 
“No.” 


Zidane was feeling frustrated. He held his hands 
out helplessly in front of him, shadowing Freya as 
she limped heavily on her lance. Every stumble she 
made had him jumping like a startled cactuar, every 
deep gasp had him curling his tail in knots. His skin 
itched irritably. If only she wasn’t so... if only she’d 
stop being... 
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“Freya...” he cajoled, whined even. 


“No!” Freya paused to wipe the sweat from her 
brow. The dry grasslands of the forgotten continent 
stretched far, sloping up and down until they hit the 
sea. The sun beat the earth. Every step brought a 
new patch of blood on Freya’s tunic, which made 
her swear viciously. Her temper was tapering to a 
thin line, barely a thread of self control. She did not 
need Zidane’s fucking chivalry. 


“IT don’t know Freya, I think you’re tiring 
yourself out wastefully,” Zidane said, switching 
tactics and trying to appeal to her sense of duty. 
“You’re no good dead on your feet. If you’d just let 
me—” 

“No! I said fucking no!” Freya burst out. She 
swung at him with her spear, though her attempt was 
a poor one; the weapon wobbled in its slow arc, 
easily missing Zidane by feet. She cursed as 
suddenly her balance was affected, and she stumbled 
on her feet, trying to drag the heavy lance up. 


A cool hand wrapped around hers for a moment 
and then suddenly the lance was righted. Before she 
could bite his hand—and from the look on her face, 
Freya looked angry enough to try anything—Zidane 
withdrew and watched her with silent concentration. 
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Leaning heavily on her make shift crutch, Freya 
closed her eyes and concentrated on taking a couple 
of breaths. In and out. In and out. Silence filled her 
head with peaceful bliss, allowing her to gather her 
thoughts slowly and carefully. 


After a long moment, Zidane spoke up. 
“Maybe we shouldn’t have gone out to train.” 


Like that, Freya snapped. With a cry, she barreled 
towards him, knocking him down more with the 
force of her weight than her strength. They tumbled 
to the ground with a thud and the world burst into 
colors behind Freya’s eye lids. 


When next she roused, Freya found herself being 
carried awkwardly on Zidane’s back, her spear 
tucked beneath his arm. He was whistling cheerful, 
his tail entwined around her ankle. 


Freya briefly considered struggling with him, 
than decided against it. She was much too tired, too 
weak. However, that didn’t mean she had to be 
cordial. 


“You bastard,” Freya hissed, though it came out 
more as a croak. 
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“A helpful one, maybe,” Zidane retorted 
instantly. She could hear the smile in his voice. 
“How come you wouldn’t let me carry you before?” 


Freya mumbled something in his tunic. 
“... what?” Zidane’s pace slowed. 


Freya hissed again, then said “...just because I 
haven’t been with you lately on your romps through 
Gaia doesn’t mean I need coddling. I’ve fought in 
worse conditions then this. I don’t need your help.” 


They walked in silence for awhile as Zidane 
contemplated this. The rhythmic footfalls and the 
soft shush of Zidane’s breathing nearly lulled Freya 
to sleep before he spoke up again. 


“You probably don’t.” 


Freya lifted her head from his shoulder. She 
hadn’t even realized she had put it there. “...what?” 
she said groggily. 


“You probably don’t need my help,” Zidane said, 
and there was a quietness to his voice that had some 
part of Freya’s brain pay close attention. “That 
doesn’t mean you don’t deserve it.” 


Freya said nothing. 
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The walked in silence for a long time until the 
pointed tips of their group’s tents peaked over the 
crest of the hill. Freya shook herself awake from a 
dose to find her tail wrapped around Zidane’s bicep. 
She unwound it carefully. 


Suddenly Zidane chuckled. 
“What?” Freya muttered. 
“Amarant is never going to let this go.” 


The only warning Zidane had was a sudden 
stiffening in Freya’s body before he found himself 
once again pressed intimately into the ground. 


Zidane only wished his love life was_ this 
interesting. 
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7. Ersatz 


Title: Ersatz 
Characters/Pairings: Freya, Fratley 
Genre: Angst 
Rating: PG-13 
Words: 465 
Summary: From trance to trance. 
Notes: Prompt: # 98 Trance 


There was something both euphoric and 
monstrous about trance. 


It began as a tiny cold pinpoint nestled and 
nurtured in dark crevices of the body, a bloom of 
soul-light against the black pits of exhaustion and 
hatred. Once ignited, it diffused into every sinew 
and fiber, a gaping maw of power seeking to fill and 
spill over into the air. Her skin glowed, and flakes of 
raw energy shivered off of her. It filled her legs, her 
hands, her brain, her mouth, her eyes. 


Trance consumed and Freya enjoyed it. The tight 
ball of strength within her would unravel and spiral, 
ribbons of energy exploding from flesh to taste the 
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cool rain and thunder clouds. It was the pinnacle of 
uncontrol, recklessness, even delirium. 


It was scary. 


Often, when she felt that biting pinprick, she 
would slip her helmet over her face lest Fratley see 
her wild eyes. They bulged and shivered and 
distorted, and they were alien to a _ normal 
Burmecian body with its normal Burmecian 
expressions. She thought it meant her body was 
incapable of handling her power, but most likely it 
meant her power was incapable of handling her 
body; unable to hold solid the body mold which 
encased it, her soul twisted and shaped her to fit 
purpose and need. It’s violent gyrations reflected the 
wild terror beating a tattoo in her heart. But it was 
also thrilling, like her nerve ends were deliciously 
buzzing, like her entire existence was in tandem. 


Her feet light and quick, she’d jump forward and 
back between dragons and chimeras, unable to quiet 
her scream-laughing even as she slipped her lance 
between a monster’s ribs. With blood on her face, 
she would grin in delight and dance away, and 
Fratley would watch her with hooded, disturbed 
eyes. 
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In truth, she felt alive. There was something so 
real about the pulse in her fingertips and tips of her 
ears, more real than the quiet solitude between 
Burmician walls, the smiling mouths without 
smiling eyes, the rigid edge of Fratley’s spine as he 
embraced a familiar stranger. Trance was not a state, 
but a purpose—an outlet for all her desperate fears 
and hurts, her darkest wants and needs. Within the 
haven of her helmet, she was a transcended beast, a 
celestial monster, but most of all she was solid and 
singular and real, not a wispy shadow of the king’s 
cape and the prince’s absence and Fratley’s wane 
smile. 


And if sometimes she cried at night, after the 
light was gone and the cold permeated her sweat 
soaked sheets, well that was normal, that was the 
consequence of falling in love with a fleeting dream. 
Trance was ugly and dirty and_ inevitably 
unsatisfying. 


And yet, from trance to trance, she lapsed. 
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8. Treno's Finest 


Title: Treno’s Finest 
Characters/Pairings: Freya, Jack/Gilgamesh/Four- 
armed Man 
Rating: PG-13 for language 
Words: 1313 
Summary: So this theif walks into a bar, see?... 
Notes: Prompt: #48. Hot Drink 


“What’cha doin’ here, love?” 


Freya ignored the four-armed man. It was 
courtesy; she was feeling rather generous tonight. 
Bonus on both sides. She didn’t have to waste 
energy punching out his guts, and in return he kept 
his face. That was the right thing to do, yes? 


She took a swallow of her warm beer. 


There was a shuffle beside her, and then a hairy 
arm protruded from the side of her vision. He was 
calling the barman, who was occupied with a pretty 
lady moping her sorrows at the other end. Freya 
looked at the ceiling pleadingly. This was why she 
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hated bars. Even in Alexandria. There were too 
many idiots who thought sharing a drink with a 
female Burmecian might end in a new experience of 
a shady nature. None of them recognized, of course, 
that she wasn’t the typical female Burmecian. 
Apparently, Burmecian Dragoon suits were not 
recognizable. 


She knew she should have brought her lance. 


The man beside her seemed to give up on the 
barman, momentarily. He was silent, and Freya had 
a itching suspicion he was looking at her. Of the two 
arms she could see, one was getting a massage from 
the other. It was so disconcerting that Freya took an 
extra large swallow and glared straight ahead. 


“Not going to answer?” The voice was deep and 
gruff, scratchy like face stubble and cacti needles. 
There was a lilt of amusement somewhere in there. 


“No,” Freya mustered from around the rim of her 
drink. 


“Ah.” The man shifted in his seat. “Guess it’s 
your right. Mighty strange, though, seeing Sir Freya 
Crescent in these parts.” 


Freya’s head shot up so fast that beer sloshed 
over her muzzle. The man was eying longingly the 
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spilt beer, but Freya could care less. She squinted at 
the man’s features. Bright red hair, four arms, a 
patch. He looked familiar. 


“Do I know you?” Freya inquired. 


The man suddenly looked uncomfortable. “Err— 
no. I just... you’re a famous woman, is all.” 


Freya wrinkled her nose. She didn’t believe him, 
but after a minute or so of trying to recognize those 
distinct features, she gave up. It was a waste of 
energy anyway. She’d probably beat him up long 
ago in a bar fight or something. 


She returned to her drink. The man cleared his 
throat, then spoke up again. 


“Special occasion, love?” 


Again, Freya considered and cast aside the idea 
to punch him. She was too tired. He wasn’t worth 
the energy. She was partially drunk. So many 
excuses came to mind. She hadn’t realized she had 
come to the point where knocking someone’s head 
in was a chore. What would her mother say? 


Freya snorted. Probably something like, finally 
came to your senses. Took you long enough. 
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She set her glass of beer down and peered at the 
amber liquid. She wasn’t doing anything, might as 
well answer the man’s questions. “No special 
occasion,” she said at last. She glanced at him. A 
pair of his hands were twiddling his thumbs. She 
watched, fascinated. 


“Right,” the man said. “I suppose even heroes 
need a drink or two.” It was obvious he was trying to 
keep the conversation going. Freya didn’t 
particularly want to talk; it was like pulling teeth. 
She rubbed her forehead. 


“Sure,” she sighed. Suddenly, the beer had a bad 
taste in her mouth. She felt awful, like her insides 
had turned to bile. After a moment, she pushed the 
beer away from her. 


“You don’t mind?” the man asked immediately, 
his hand already snatching up the glass. Freya didn’t 
even bother responding as he slugged it all down in 
a single swallow. She stared half-lidded across the 
bar, picking at her sleeve with idle claws. 


The man slammed the glass down with a satisfied 
sigh. “Shitty stuff,” he burped, “but it hits home.” 
He looked so content. Suddenly Freya felt irritated. 


“T’m not a hero,” she muttered. 
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The man looked up. He seemed to study her for a 
moment, playing with the glass. 


At length, he snorted and lifted the glass to his 
mouth, trying to chase the last droplets into his 
mouth. “Course you’re,” he mumbled around the 
rim. 


Freya’s fist clenched. “Right,” she bit out. “Of 
course. Kill a god and you’re an instant hero. Never 
mind that I was scared out of my mind, or that I 
would have killed anything to live, even my own 
friends.” 


The man raised an eyebrow. “And?” 


Freya slammed a fist on the bar, making it 
shudder. The barman and the girl at the other end 
jumped and looked over. “I don’t give a fuck about 
what Dagger says, we aren’t heroes. Even Amarant 
doesn’t get it, though he doesn’t give a fuck about 
much to begin with.” Wow, her tongue was loose. 
Nervous energy churned within her. She could easily 
punch a hole through a wall or two. Or a skull. 


The man obviously didn’t care he was in mortal 
danger. “Haven’t a shitting clue what you’re 
blabbing ’bout,” he said airily, “and I don’t 
particularly care either. Why you getting so worked 
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up, anyway? You’re famous, who gives a flying fuck 
why?” 


Freya’s lip curled to reveal sharp teeth. “Because 
it’s not real.” 


The man burst out in laughter. He had the 
audacity. Freya stood up abruptly, arms shaking. 


“You—you,” he gasped, tears leaking from his 
green eyes. 


“Shut up,” Freya snapped. 


The man waved a hand at her. “Sit down, don’t 
get your knickers twisted,” he coughed out between 
guffaws. “Honestly, it’s just—I’ll explain,” and he 
let out another burst of laughter. 


Freya nearly clocked him. She was so close she 
actually lifted her arm half way. But then the will to 
do so disappeared. Sudden, like a snuffed candle. 
Whoosh, gone. She stood there, staring at him a 
little lost, and then just dropped in her seat. 
Exhausted. 


The man was still trying to control his laughter. 
“You see,” he began, chuckling, “it was just—-I 
couldn’t believe—” He paused, taking in a deep 
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breath, then shook his head. “You don’t honestly 
think that’s what it’s ’bout, do you?” 


Freya stared at him. After a moment, the man 
sighed. 


“Look,” he said, and suddenly he looked 
awkward. On of his hands started rubbing his hair. 
‘No one cares if you did anything for the right 
reasons. You did it. Killed the big baddie. That’s it. 
An’ you can say fuck ’bout whatever drove you to 
do it, no one’s going to complain. You did it to kill 
evil? You did it for the fucking chocobos? Sure 
thing, miss, whatever you say. It’s not like I care 
why.’ He picked up the glass again, staring into its 
glossy surface, his face pinched. Then, very softly, 
“Just glad you did.” 


There was a long moment of silence, where Freya 
stared and the man fiddled with everything in reach. 
Finally, to the man’s relief, Freya turned back to face 
the bar and raised a hand. 


“You wanna beer?” she asked casually. The man 
lit up so fast Freya’s lips quirked. She called the 
barman, who came immediately over, much to her 
four-armed companions disgruntlement. After she’d 
ordered another round of the finest beer he owned, 
Freya turned to the four-armed man. 
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“So, what’s your name?” Freya asked. 


“Err—Jack,” the man said, his eyes fixed on the 
filling drinks. It gave Freya the time to get another 
good look at him. 


“Are you sure we haven’t met before?” Freya 
asked at length. “Lindblum, maybe? Treno?” 


The man stiffened considerably. “No,” he said 
quickly, and then, under Freya’s narrowed scrutiny, 
gave a nervous grin. “Err—does it really matter?” he 
asked hopefully. 


Freya looked at him for a long, tense moment, the 
shrugged, taking the glass of beer the barman 
handed her. 


“No,” she said softly beneath Jack’s crow of 
delight. “I suppose it doesn’t.” 
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9. Pack Rat 


Title: Pack Rat 
Characters/Pairings: Freya 
Rating: PG 
Summary: The Things They Carry. 
Notes: Prompt: #100 Darkness. 


Disclaimer: I do not own the phrase/title ‘The 
Things They Carry,’ nor do I take credit for the idea 
it is based off of. Thank Tim O’Brien. 


Freya doesn’t carry a large pack, but some times 
She wishes she did because then she’d have 
something to do in the sleepless dark. Then, she’d 
take her pack and arrange its content in symmetrical 
rows by size and quantity and quality, then rearrange 
alphabetically, then again by usage and function and 
worth. 


She doesn’t, though. So she takes someone else’s. 


It is an interesting experience. Freya’s seen all 
sorts of things: kitchen pots, daggers, letter stamps, 
ear rings, coils of copper, jars of wax, whet stones, 
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strings of rope, dice, leather gloves, silken shirts, 
coarse canvas, straw hats, belt buckles, fountain 
pens. She’s found slips of paper with handwriting 
she can only feel on the tips of her fingers, a doll 
with hair of straw and an embroidered smile, a 
collection of small foreign coins all worth a single 
gil. 

She’s found other things too, the things she 
shouldn’t see: a bag of crushed rose petals, a rusty 
bronze knuckle missing its pair, a jewel box with a 
child’s teeth, bits of string knotted at different 
lengths, various animal skins of varying texture and 
size. Once, she found the plucked feathers of a bird, 
it’s tips sharp as steel. Twice, she’s discovered a 
knot of braided hair that was thicker the second 
time. 


She isn’t sure that the others know, though she 
suspects that Amarant does. He either cares to keep 
a secret or doesn’t care about anything, but Freya is 
okay with either because they essentially mean the 
same thing. Freya is also a bit ashamed, that she 
lacks so much in her own life that she must steal 
moments of others, but it also brings her a sense of 
pride. In the things they carry there is a sense of 
nakedness and intimacy, of shame and silence. There 
is as much human-ness that a rat can understand. 


49 


It is painful. Freya has come to love and hate her 
companions, to unveil them in her eyes, to witness 
vulnerability without having to see their sleeping 
faces. Sometimes, in the daylight, she’ll look at 
them and yearn to touch them, to press her claws 
against their skin and pierce the layers separating 
what she sees and what she knows. But if Freya is 
nothing, she is resilient. She can stand strong in a 
way the others can’t, because while Quina is a myth 
and Vivi is a monster and Zidane is a machine, 
Freya is nothing. Freya is solid like a rock—there 
are no pores, no cubbies, no hidden compartments. 


Freya doesn’t have a pack because she refuses to 
carry anything. 


Is that running away? Quite possibly. Maybe she 
is afraid to carry things because of what they will 
reveal about her, because she knows she would be 
very good at keeping useless things. But what does 
that matter now? A void’s purpose is to be filled, as 
is a rat’s to steal. She carries nothing now because 
she is carrying their things in the darkness, where 
the weary can’t tread, where the restless and 
weightless abide. She will touch them with her 
fingers, and she will know, and she will pack it all 
away until the morning establishes he and she and it 
rather than ours. 
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Freya has no secrets to keep, but sometimes she 
has theirs’. 


She will keep them. 
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10. Mobius Band 


Title: Mobius Band 
Characters/Pairings: the group 
Rating: PG 
Words: 479 
Summary: There is a person for every job. 
Notes: Prompt: #7 Chocobo. 


Freya doesn’t like chocobos. There are many 
reasons she can give as to why: a chocobo’s warble 
gives her a headache; their gait is choppy and makes 
her sick; their feathers are greasy; they stink; they 
leave giant, gooey, white and green flecked gifts in 
front of her tent; they are picky and self-centered 
and have horrible tempers. 


The real reason is that birds and rats are simply 
not made to get along. Freya has many scars on her 
arms and hands because her thin bones sit at odd, 
uncomfortable angles on a _ chocobo’s thickly 
muscled back. An occurrence, thank Shiva, that has 
only happened once. 
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Freya carries that memory with her like a grudge. 
If Dagger hadn’t protested so much, that particularly 
infuriating chocobo wouldn’t still be wandering the 
planet. 


Zidane finds her intense dislike for chocobos 
amusing, even strange. He, of course, rides 
chocobos like he drives airships, like he navigates 
speed ships, like he handles anything that is fast- 
paced and exciting—with the ease of casual genius. 
Freya has always considered herself closest to 
Zidane, (for hunters and thieves are often part of the 
same circle) but it is not the case in this; it is 
Amarant, of all people, who has the right idea. In a 
way. 


Amarant, bless his shriveled heart, scares the hell 
out of chocobos right from the start. 


Perhaps it is because he resembles a monster 
himself, with his blue skin and flaming red _ hair. 
Whenever Amarant gets too close to Zidane gently 
coaxing a wild chocobo for riding, the beastly 
creature (the chocobo, not Amarant) gives a 
frightened warble and scampers off. Zidane curses, 
Dagger frowns slightly, Eiko shouts, Steiner 
discreetly sighs in relief, and Vivi watches it run off 
with a curious, almost longing gaze. Amarant rolls 
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his eyes because he thinks that chocobos are 
complete waste of time to begin with—hoorah to 
that. 


Freya finds the whole charade very amusing. It’s 
like having a family again, with everyone possessing 
different quirks and annoying qualities, different 
tastes and likes. A circle of more than monkeys and 
rats—but even then, a twisted oblong band more 
than a perfect shape. While Zidane and Amarant 
throw curses back and forth, (which Dagger protests 
because Eiko and Vivi listening) Freya lopes 
smoothly towards Steiner and leans on her lance. 
His face is contorted in its usual uncertainty, caught 
between loyalty to his princess and loyalty to his 
own peace of mind. 


They watch in silence as Zidane spots another 
chocobo in the far distance. Amarant, in almost but 
not quite defiance, lounges nonchalantly farther 
away, peering at the unsuspecting beast with his 
unnerving monster stare. 


Suddenly, Freya voices what she and Steiner are 
really both thinking. “It’s good to have Amarant on 
the team, isn’t it?” 


Steiner glances at Dagger, then, “... Absolutely.” 
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(And like that, the circle closes around them all.) 
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11. Lady Lancer 


Title: Lady Lancer 
Characters/Pairings: Steiner, Beatrix 
Genre: Gen 
Rating: PG13 
Words: 655 
Summary: She rules the skies 
Notes: In-game. Prompt: #2 Mist. 


“Rei of foam and sea, give thy blessing of gentle 
breath,” Freya whispers fiercely. The power of her 
faith flickers. Her lance pulsates in response and a 
coolness washes over her and her companions like 
soothing rippling water, a deep contrast to the sharp 
pinpricks of rain pouring from the black sky. Steiner 
grunts in surprise, and at a lull in the battle, salutes 
her. Beatrix does not notice. 


It doesn’t matter. Freya slides behind the 
Mistodon attacking Steiner and sinks her blade deep. 


Mistodons. There are tales of them in the 
Burmecian tomes. Monsters of myth and mist. They 
rush together like the mist, suffocating, continuous, 
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wave after wave of devil-spawn white breath and 
black blood. Their claws cut through stone like 
fingers through liquid, like a blade through supple 
silk. But they are vermin, nothing more. Behind 
their thick carapaces, they are slaves of 
consumption. They congregate and charge like 
cavalry before the thundering sweep of a 
catastrophe. Or so the priests say. 


They are vicious vermin, at any rate. 


“To the left,’ comes the whisper, near silent in 
the chaos, and like liquid shadow Beatrix slips away. 
It is undoubtedly her way of saying thanks. Freya 
responds on instinct—she pulls her lance up just in 
time to block a lunging mistadon. Its pincers snap 
inches at her face before she heaves, using its 
momentum to propel it to her left. She spins, finds 
two more at her back and a third approaching her 
side. Freya curses, then begins to chant. The soles of 
her feet burn, hot and green and to the bone. 


Just before the pincers catch her, she Jumps. 


The land falls away like the idle turn of a page. 
Freya soars through the rainy sky, shooting through 
static and mist. Electricity snaps at her skin, clinging 
like reproachful lover. Instead of fatigue, Freya finds 
her pulse racing faster. She nears the peak of her 
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jump with a breathless laugh as the storm of mist 
chases her twitching tail. 


For a brief moment, gravity suspends. She holds 
in space, transfixed in the delicate stillness. Slowly, 
her eyes fix on the crawling pinpricks below. 


The chant falls from her lips like a verdict. “Rei 
of shade and storm, let thy axe of judgment purge 
the unworthy. ” 


Her lance hums, and for a beautiful moment she 
feels them. Her people. An overturned cart. A 
child’s laughter. The rain falling on _ blue 
cobblestones like the echoing of bells. In her inner 
eye, she falls into an ocean of green vaster than the 
Gaian seas, feels the touch of her brethren’s minds 
like a kiss. They are one; that is the Burmecian way. 
This is her religion, her faith, the source of her 
people’s magic. No other race can understand the 
singular beauty of being nothing and everything at 
once. She is a tool with a purpose, an extension, a 
grain of sand on an eternal beach. 


She is a warrior. She has her role in the hierarchy 
of their world. She will kill. 


The timeless moment shatters like crystalline 
glass. The earth tugs and she begins to fall, slowly at 
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first, then faster so that her throat closes tight from 
the terror of it. But there is a thrill too, because 
Freya knows she will be fine. She has faith. 


The courtyard of Alexandria flies towards her. 
The mistidon who had nearly decapitated her 
seconds ago hardly gives a twitch when her lance 
parts it’s shell like warm butter. She has sunk knee- 
deep into cold flesh before time seems to catch up. 
The thing screams a tortured sound that reverberates 
in her bones, taking out the corner of a building in 
its writhing. After a few useless seconds it shudders, 
then slides into neat halves. 


When Freya climbs out of the smoking, 
squelching remains, Steiner stumbles a bit, mouth 
agape. Beatrix’s gaze is calculating. 


Freya smirks. 
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12. The Art of Fire Playing 


Title: The Art of Fire Playing 
Characters/Pairings: Freya 
Genre: angst 
Rating: PG13 
Words: 357 
Summary: Some tools are necessary. 
Notes: In-game. Prompt: 9# Fire, 26# Fear. Several 
heavy edits have changed this significantly from the 
original. 


Freya hates fire because it reminds her of the 
smell of burnt fur. Of Cleyrians—Burmecians, really— 
turned to ash as Cleyra was purged in flame. She 
respects fire, however, for what it is; that same 
primitive force has warmed her during rainstorms on 
Burmecian fields, carved the sharp point of her 
spear, and frightened away the monsters of the night. 
Though it casts its own shadow, it is also a tool to 
ward against darkness. She would rather use it then 
let it use her. 
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Playing with fire, however, is not easy. If she is 
afraid of fire controlling her, she is a thousand times 
more afraid of it consuming her. She thinks about 
what she would have done if it had been her 
standing in a house of fire as it came down around 
her head. The suffocation from a smoke as dense 
and bleak as the bottom of the sea. Eyes wet from 
the heat, seeking a way out. Her skin, crackling and 
curling. Stumbling in the dark. The only light a 
voracious, blood red flame. 


She wants to think she would have made it. But 
she can never know, because instead of leaping into 
those houses and saving her kin, she had fled 
through a black mage portal to the safety of the Red 
Rose. It didn’t matter that Zidane had to practically 
toss her in, limping and all. She’ll never forget how 
she gripped the wooden banister and watched Odin 
obliterate the tree like so much _ kindling, 
instantaneous and black. She’ll always remember 
the strange mercy of the act, and her thought-better 
than to burn. 


Freya hates fire. It is a slow, chuming, drawn out 
killer. But after that day on the airship, Freya can no 
longer delude herself. Of all the things she can’t 
forget, there is only one thing she wishes she could. 
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The moment when she turned her back to the 
burning tree, eyes dry, and readied her spear. 


The sad truth is, a Dragoon’s duty is not to save 
her people. A dragoon’s duty is to fight Burmecian’s 
enemies. 


Fire is a tool. Ultimately, so is she. 
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13. Of Mice and Men 


Of Mice and Men 


Their first meeting did not go quite as Amarant 
planned. 


#74 Birds 


“Let’s get one thing straight, Coral,” Freya 
Crescent told him over a flock of squawking 
pygeese, expression fierce despite the bird goop on 
her helmet. “I stab first and ask questions later.” 


The image would have been more amusing if 
Amarant had been less covered in bird shit. More to 
the point, the whole situation had been a lot more 
interesting ten minutes ago, when their weapons had 
been pointed at each other’s throats rather than at the 
sky. There was nothing like greeting a stranger for 
the first time by embedding lengths of steel in their 
guts, and despite the Burmecian’s willowy frame, 
there was something hard and cold in those white- 
blue eyes that Amarant could appreciate. 
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This appreciation dropped considerably upon 
learning that she was an acquaintance of the monkey 
bastard, but enough interest remained to make his 
return to the Mist Continent only ninety percent a 
waste of time. 


That had been the plan anyway, until a feint with 
that deadly sharp spear of hers forced him to careen 
straight into a fully loaded wagon carrying cages of 
Bentini fucking Pygeese (why did someone have a 
wagon full of monsters in a city as large as 
Alexandria?) 


Fortunately, a convenient alleyway off of 
Alexandrian square had provided them coverage 
from excessive public humiliation. Unfortunately, 
the pygeese had followed them in. It was hard work, 
beating blindly at flapping wings and wicked beaks 
while trying to maintain eye contact with a shred of 
dignity. 


Who was he kidding; there was not a single shred 
of dignity about any of this. So hell if he wasn’t 
going to at least win the staring contest. 


“Like I’d be afraid of a rat faced—” Amarant 
grimaced as a_ particularly loathsome pygeese 
trumpeted in his eardrum. Knocking it into a nearby 
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window wasn’t satisfying enough; the damn thing 
had made his eyes water. 


The rat, damn her, was still plugging along 
through her tiring speech. “Don’t think I am 
unaware of the real story behind why you joined up 
with us—” 


“I don’t remember volunteering to join any—” 
He ducked as sharp talons made for his eyeballs. 


“And if you think Ill just stand by as you 
make fruitless attempts at Zidane’s life, idiot that he 
is, you have another thing coming.” 


“Shut up about the monkey all ready, I could care 
less—” A wing hit him hard in neck. 


Oblivious to his slight wheezing, Crescent 
pointed a tipped claw at him, narrowly missing the 
throat of a yapping gizzard. “Zidane may trust you 
gods know why, but I certainly don’t. Furthermore 


39 


“You...—damn it!” A nasty beak decided to 
clamp tight over his ear, nearly severing it from his 
head. Two vicious tugs and it let go—along with 
what felt like a good chuck of flesh and hair. 


Oh, the claws went flashing then. 
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It wasn’t till five birds lay bleeding at his feet and 
about twenty more had swarmed above his head that 
Amarant realized that the Burmecian was staring 
stupidly at the scene, bird-free and silent and doing 
nothing. 


“What the hell are you just standing around for?” 
he snarled from a thicket of feathers. 


Without out warning, there was a boom and then 
a blast of green light spiraling through the alleyway, 
kicking up dirt and rattling windows and scattering 
the pygeese like motes of dust. Amarant, caught off 
guard, got a mouth full of feathers and gagged. He 
only had enough time to spit out the crap between 
his teeth when quite suddenly, a glowing sharp blade 
was scant inches from his throat. Eyes itchy with 
sand, he stared down its length at a serious Freya 
Crescent and all thoughts of her looking ridiculous 
covered in bird crap flew right out of his head. 


The moment was ruined completely when she 
lowered her lance and he realized she was fighting 
down a smirk. 


“What?” he barked. 


“Nevermind. We’ll resume this conversation 
another time.” The lance swung heavily to her 
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shoulder as she turned to walk away, dancing 
between the shuddering bodies of pygeese, leaving 
him to stare blankly after her. She had only taken 
three steps however, when she threw casually over 
her shoulder, “Perhaps when you are not being 
bullied by a pack of pigeons?” 


She jumped away before he could throw a Rising 
Sun and be done with it. 


Waste of time, indeed. 
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14. What They Found in 
Oeilvert 


What They Found in Oeilvert 


“Excellent,” Zidane said, rubbing his hands 
together excitedly. The unknown expanse of 
Oeilvert refracted like a mirage in his eyes. 


Freya, already reliving bad Oeilvert memories 
just at the sight of the place, rolled her eyes irritably. 
“Good lord, do we have to go through this with 
every cave, castle, city, village, and forsaken ruin we 
come across? Why can’t we actually leave a place 
and never come back?” She did not have to 
elaborate further, for Amarant scowled, Garnet 
sighed, and Eiko groaned dramatically. Quina 
munched rocks. Vivi was much too polite (and sick) 
to say anything, but Steiner considered it beneath 
him to not chip in. 


“Precisely, Freya. We share the same opinion.” 
Freya only barely resisted rolling her eyes again as 
Steiner continued, ‘What could a group as ours 
possibly want with the discarded trash that you,’ he 
looked pointedly at Zidane “are so damned 


68 


persistent in scrounging after?” He attempted to pick 
up a rather large amber colored rock but recoiled on 
contact; the hiss of fizzing magic shot the clearing, 
making everyone wince. Vivi’s hands began to 
shake. 


Zidane waved him off. “Stop being a grump, 
Rusty,” he said, then turned serious. ‘And treasure is 
not trash.’ There was a hint of disdain in his voice. 
“Any treasure hunter worth his salts would be 
salivating at the potential loot he could find here.” 
He turned back to the un-picturesque entrance of 
Oeilvert with unholy adoration in his eyes, as if the 
place were the treasure room of Alexandria castle, 
not a pile of rocks. 


Amarant crossed his arms. “Still a shit-hole,” he 
grunted. Which Freya translated as: Why are we 
here? I don’t want to be here. Not that Amarant 
would ever admit to such a thing. Men. 


Eiko had her arm wrapped around Vivi and was 
looking down her nose at everybody. Which was 
truly a feat, considering she was less then half of 
everyone else’s size. Freya wondered if it wouldn’t 
have been better if Garnet and Eiko had traded 
places in life. 
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“I don’t like this place,” she announced very 
royally. “And Vivi is not going in there.” She waved 
her flute as if it were a scepter and looked very 
content with herself. 


“1’m o-okay,” Vivi stammered. He was not. His 
eyes had taken on a sickly green glow. 


“Of course you aren’t going in,” Garnet soothed, 
crouching down to rest a hand on his shoulder and 
smile. “It wouldn’t make any sense to put you at risk 
for...” she hesitated, “...when there are other 
means.” 


Zidane frowned at Gamet’s back, looking a little 
wounded. This time, Freya did roll her eyes. Love. 
She ignored the quiet voice in her head that called 
her a hypocrite. 


Quina, who had been sitting to the side quietly 
munching rocks, decided to add on to the 
conversation, “No have magic.” The Qu held out 
empty hands, as if the rest of the group could see the 
absence for themselves. 


Freya took diplomatic charge. “Well, Vivi and 
Eiko aren’t going in, and Quina isn’t either.” Freya 
turned to Garnet. “And I suppose you should stay 
too.” Garnet nodded shly, refusing to look at Zidane. 
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It saved her from the—rather embarrassing—pitiful 
look he was sending her. Freya would not even 
remark on the pathetic hanging of his tail. 


With a sigh, Freya looked up at Oeilvert and tried 
to hold in her shudder. There were not fond 
memories here. In fact, one or two of the many 
nightmares she had acquired over the last year were 
about this very place. But this time there was no 
hourglass to beat. Innocent lives were not at stake. 
Just a bit of exploring and... err... fun. 


Amarant snorted. “Right.” 


Freya started. Like she had a thousand times 
before, she wondered with slight horror if he could 
read minds. But no. He couldn’t. Could he? She 
eyed him suspiciously. 


Amarant’s expression was surly. “Right. Why am 
I still with you guys? Idiots.” He didn’t move, 
however. He knew he was going in; his healing 
would be invaluable in the monster-infested pothole. 
Walking away obviously was not worth the hell 
Zidane would inflict via annoyance on his person. 


Freya quite agreed. Nothing was quite worth that. 
Didn’t mean she couldn’t piss him off about it, 


though. “Yes well, idiots flock in numbers.” She 
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looked at him pointedly. 
Amarant sneered. “Shut up, rat face.” 
“You shut up, Lamia spawn.” 


He was pissed now. “Think you’re so clever, do 
you? Why don’t you shut your gob and actually 
prove something, hmm?” 


“You know I think... that’s the longest sentence 
I’ve ever heard you say.” 


“Heeeeeelllo? Treasure, people.” Zidane, having 
clearly forgotten the cause of his mooning, was 
bouncing on his feet with excitement. Garnet started 
to look put out by his enthusiasm to leave her. Eiko, 
on the other hand, looked on with glee. 


Steiner, who had been taking his time doing 
mental calculations, suddenly bolted up right. “Wait, 
I’m not going, am I?” He looked around frantically 
for confirmation, only to find everyone in a hubbub 
of frothing emotions. His expression went from 
confused to outraged. ‘You!’ he pointed a thick 
finger at Zidane. “I’m not going in, you scoundrel, | 
refuse!” 


Vivi stumbled out from between his arguing 
companions and sat down next to a peaceful Quina. 
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His stomach was definitely doing the can-can, and 
the noise was not helping matters. A small scuffle 
ensued between Amarant and Freya, around which 
Steiner chased Zidane and Eiko taunted a gloomy 
Gamet who had absolutely no idea what the smaller 
girl was talking about. 


“T don’t feel so good,” Vivi said. 


Quina turned to him, and offered him a rock. Vivi 
dived nauseously for a bush. 


Oeilvert shined on. 
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15. Ring Bearer 


Ring Bearer 


Thunder shrieks across the flat, open plains. Vivi 
squeaks in response, cowering behind one of the 
columns framing the grotto. His little body is 
shaking like brittle leaves caught in a torrent of rain, 
and he is far more afraid than when they faced Lord 
Gizmaluke’s serpentine form mere minutes before. 
Freya, slowly exiting from the inner shadows of the 
grotto, is too numb to consider the irony. 


Lord Gizmaluke. Freya closes her eyes, leans 
heavily against her lance. The holy waters of the 
Alexandrian Mountains run free with the blood of 
the sacred, and Freya shudders at the portents. 
Darkness taints the memories of the births she has 
witnessed and the marriages she has celebrated at 
the foot of these cavernous temples, beneath the slit 
irises of Gizmaluke’s protective watch. For this 
murder, she will take the brunt of the consequence— 
knowing that Zidane was too separate, Vivi too 
ignorant, and Quina too oblivious to understand 
what they did. Freya will lose something precious 
for this—more precious than she will probably be 
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able to bear—and as she looks across the grassy 
plains and the black, thunderous clouds, toward the 
glimmer of blue and grey that is the home of her 
birth, Freya wishes more than ever that even in 
Gizmaluke’s mindless thrashings, he would have 
taken pity on her. Death would be a mercy compared 
to living to see what is to come. 


If Gizmaluke’s grotto is in shambles, there is no 
hope for Burmecia. She knows what lies at the end 
of their destination—and though Zidane will believe 
it is Alexandria’s fault, Freya will know that it is 
nobody’s. And everybody’s. 


Freya opens her eyes and looks at Vivi again. 
Someone should say something comforting to him. 
She glances at Zidane and sees a dead end; he stands 
a few feet into the plains, where the rains beat down 
on him mercilessly. But he feels nothing, hears 
nothing, even when she tries to call him back. She 
knows it has less to do with Gizmaluke’s death and 
more to do with the fact that Dagger has obviously 
not come this way. She is not sure if she is angry at 
his selfishness or if she pities him. 


While Freya is lost in thought, Quina has 
approached the frightened mage. The Qu says 
something to him, and then turns to examine the 
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pillar. From the increase in shaking, Freya guesses 
that what the Qu said was not comforting in the 
least. And she has a good idea of what the remark 
was. Freya grimaces, shakes her head, and 
approaches the pair. 


Vivi turns to her swiftly when she gets within 
speaking distance. “We won’t get struck by 
lightning, will we?” 


Freya’s eyes narrow. “Contrary to popular belief, 
lightning roasted fiend is not that common and not 
that tasty.” At the slight relaxation of Vivi’s 
shoulders, Freya throws a glare at Quina’s back. 
She’d say a few choice words to the Qu, but knows 
that it would be beyond pointless. 


A particularly loud thunder clap rumbles across 
the plains, and Vivi jumps, whimpering. Freya blows 
air heavily through her nostrils. 


“Here,” she says, pulling a ring off her finger and 
holding it out to the mage. She feels a twinge when 
he delicately takes it from her hand, but she buries 
it; possessiveness was always her worst trait. 


Vivi studies the ring for a moment, then his eyes 
widen. “I can’t take this,” he whispers. The Thunder 
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Ring gleams brightly as a flash of lightening crosses 
the sky. “You won it.” 


Freya shakes her head. “You need it more now 
than I do.” 


“But...” Vivi hesitates. “What will you have for 
protection?” 


Freya almost says a meaningless assurance, but 
Vivi is watching her with those gentle, trusting eyes 
and she cannot bear to lie to him. She catches herself 
and frowns instead, considering his question 
seriously. 


After a moment, she shrugs. “I carry more sins 
than a small ring can protect me from. I don’t think 
there is anything that can protect me from what lies 
out there.” She points to the plains and beyond. 


To her surprise, Vivi nods. He struggles with 
sliding the ring over a gloved finger, and after a 
moment she helps him. 


Zidane appears suddenly beside them, drenched 
to the bone. His expression is resigned. “You 
ready?” 


Vivi pats himself down and straightens his hat. 
He is still trembling, but only barely. Quina appears 


ad. 


beside him, munching on something long and green. 
Zidane’s blue eyes pierce her. “Freya?” 


She shrugs and brushes him aside as she walks 
past. “Are you?” 


Only the thunder rumbles in answer. 
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16. Where the Owls Won't Live 


Where the Owls Won’t Live 


The little village of black mages looks and feels 
like a dream. 


Rows and rows of quaint little houses line up 
along a winding white picket fence. The thatch 
sticking out of the roof perfumes the air with a 
warm, heady scent that reminds Freya of the brief 
season between months of rain where the sun peeks 
out between the black clouds and Burmecia smells 
of something warm and alive. The life here is thick 
and sweet as honey, as the warm color of the mages’ 
concerned eyes. 


But Freya can not forget that beyond those white 
picket fences lies the rotting corpses of the trees that 
were Cleared to make room in the densest part of the 
forest. She can not forget that beyond the dead trees 
are the live trees, arrayed like a row of bare pikes 
sprouting from the barren, silent earth. 


And though the village is beautiful and the mages 
are sweet, Freya will never forget the warm and 
heady thatch smoldering over quaint, burning houses 
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with their blackened picket fences, nor the smell of 
Cleyra’s dead heartwood, nor the sickly yellow eyes 
of those sweet, sweet mages as they set fire to 
everything that Freya had come to love. 


And worst of all, the smell of the desert, dry and 
dusty without a trace of rain. 
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17. eidolon theory 


eidolon theory 


There exists a nice little theory on Ejidolons. 
Being essences of pure magic, they must follow the 
law of elemental proportion and relation: each 
element, having thus’ definite and_ defined 
characteristics in color, substance, resistance, 
weakness, etc. must consequently within the bounds 
of magic be uniquely distinct. Therefore, all 
elements being of equal proportion in nature, each 
must compensate for a quality that other elements 
lack, and which it alone retains. 


(This Freya read in a book once, The Aspects of 
an Element, during her studies as a dragoon.) 


And so, the theory of Eidolons is simply a puzzle 
with a kaladioscope of pieces. Each piece, 
elementally specific and unique, represents a 
different aspect of nature and the omnipresent 
everything. 


Garnet once told her that there is another theory 
on Ejidolons. It goes something like this: they burst 
from the primitive womb of a feeble myth the 
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moment a person believes they are real. It suggests 
—what does it suggest? (Freya ponders) It suggests 
that magic is simply the non-existent realized. Is 
magic non-existent? Is it conditional only on what 
an individual believes? What about elements, 
uniqueness, the law of proportion and relation? 


(Freya shrugs.) 


Belief is power and power is belief. And Garnet 
is probably—usually—right. 
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18. Lookout 


Lookout 


“He watches you, you know,” Zidane whispers to 
her when Steiner is busy helping Vivi pitch his tent. 


“What?” Freya asks distractedly, scouring the 
ground for branches as she hands Zidane a hefty 
chunk of wood. He takes it and follows her. 


“Steiner,” he persists. “He watches you.” 


“Steiner?” Freya gives Zidane a_ curious, 
bewildered look before returning to her task. “Why 
is that?” 


Zidane shrugs. “I don’t know. He just does.” 


Freya thinks on that. Idly in the pearly moonlight, 
when the fire is a low simmer and all other thoughts 
have been exhausted. What is there to look at, 
really? 


A Burmecian for starters, Freya thinks as she 
twists in her bedroll. Tall, grey, and ancient. Like 
crumbling stone turned spongy with age. She 
doesn’t need to be old to know that she looks old, 
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that she carries old like a flag, like an old war 
uniform, like a special scar. A Burmecian wears her 
race’s age on her breastplate, in the color of her 
steel, in the dust of her ancestral coat of arms. In the 
scarred hands of a life spent in servitude. 


Servitude, Freya reflects. Maybe that is 
something to look at too. Knighthood. A common 
thread, a binding truth. She can imagine Steiner 
looking at her red coat and chain mail, her iron 
armguards, her shoulder pads. Her powerful lance. 
There is similarity, familiarity, in iron and faith, in 
the altruistic sacrifice of self to a crown, a shield, a 
sword— 


Freya wakes up. Restless. The tent is skewed, her 
sheets are sweaty, and she stinks terribly. Light 
breaks in and claws at her eyes. She sits up, 
stumbles out, rubbing at her neck where the fleas 
like to feed. Dandruff falls at the scratch of her 
claws. 


Steiner is at the fire, without armor, cup in hand. 
Human and different. Smaller, maybe. When she 
looks up, he is watching her. 


“Why d’you do that?” Freya asks, suddenly 
irritated. Her voice is groggy and scratchy, and her 
fleas itch like hell. 
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Steiner straightens, blinks. “...Beg your pardon?” 
The words rumble out slow and deep, but there is 
perfect articulation. Detail to pronunciation. Freya 
feels like an ugly brute. 


“Starin’ at me!” The words tumble out over each 
other until it sounds more a proposition then an 
accusation. Freya’s face reddens. She feels stupid, 
for being so blunt and accusing, so petulant, so 
unskilled in the art of conversation. She was good at 
it, once. Damn. 


Steiner is holding a tea cup of coffee in both 
hands. He looks at her over the chipped rim. 


“You are curious,” he says, and for a moment 
Freya isn’t sure if he means he thinks she is strange 
or if he knows she is actually curious. But he can’t 
read her mind. 


“Why?” she asks instead. 


Steiner takes his time in answering. “You don’t 
act like a knight, surely,” he begins at last, and he 
sounds so thoughtful, so comfortable and settled in, 
as if the subject has been worn with discussion. “Not 
anymore, anyway. I met you before, once, when 
King Alexander the 17th was still alive. A foreign 
minister was being sent over to negotiate trading 
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rights between Alexandria and Burmecia. Do you 
remember?” 


She shakes her head. 


“T thought not.” Steiner sips his coffee. “You were 
the minister’s escort. There was contention among 
the soldiers about leaving the Alexandrian minister 
alone without her own support, so I was sent along. I 
wasn’t quite a captain at the time.’ Steiner leaned 
back. He seemed to be warming to the subject. 
“Anyway, we had a moment to talk. Mainly about 
politics. The famine in Lindblum at the time. The 
origin of Cleyra, the Dragoon code of knighthood. 
The weather.” 


He looks up at the sky. Freya looks up too. The 
clouds are thin, but they are gray. She can smell a 
thunderstorm on the horizon, that acrid tingle of 
electricity. 


“A storm is approaching,” she says softly. Steiner 
chuckles. 


“You said that then too.” 


They lapse into silence. The fire crackles, 
sending off little sparks, and Steiner shifts in his 
seat. The crack of an elbow, an idle scratch on the 
chin. There are heavy creases in his face. But he is 
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not old, Freya admonishes in her head. Hardly over 
thirty five. 


She looks back at him. “It’s been a long time 
since then,” Freya says carefully, as way of apology 
or maybe divergence. 


“Yes.” Steiner looks at her seriously. “And yet 
how little I have changed.” 


There is something accusatory in that, like an old 
shame. Any of Freya’s earlier embarrassment 
evaporates at the sound, and she suddenly feels 
awkward. 


What is she to say to that? 


He returns to his coffee. Freya stares at him, her 
hair tangled and her sleeping shirt ripped. She 
scratches her neck. 


“I’m sure you’ve changed some,” she says at last. 


“Where?” he says. “How?” The air is acrid with 
bitterness. Expecting no answer, he turns away with 
a scowl. 


Freya frowns. In truth, she has no answer to give, 
but Freya feels a bit offended none the less. She 
doesn’t know what to say yet, but she’ll find 
something to tell him soon. Soon. 
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The next day, she begins. To watch. 
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19. freijya 


Freijya 


Dull art thou, Hyndla! 
methinks thou dreamest, 
since thou sayest that my man 
is on the dead-road with me. 


“Tell me a story! Please, Nana?” 
“Okay.” 


They say that the world was created in fire and 
ice. Niflheim, before she was the brittle Shiva, 
locked arms with her mortal enemy Muspelheim 
Ifreet, and the God Plain they battled on burst into a 
blackened stretch of ice, solidified by molten breath. 
Ygegdrasil, the world tree, toppled onto the mighty 
temple Asgard and killed Yrim Alexander, their 
mighty leader, and the other gods. 


Nifilheim and Muspelheim, horrified by their 
actions, gathered their fellows’ remains and bound 
their souls into jewels, so that their powers would 
remain immortal. As penance, Muspelheim asked 
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Nifilheim to strike him a fatal blow. From his wound 
bled his molten ichor, which Nifilheim bound into 
blood rubies. Then, Nifilheim gathered the gems and 
bestowed them her strength, and the weak spirits 
that came forth she called Eidolons. 


They say that instead of ending her own life, 
Nifilheim forfeited her godhood but remained alive. 
She bound herself in a prison of ice in the 
mountains, coming out only when a mortal with the 
Phantom voice calls her back to the earth. It is for 
this reason that Shiva, the blue widow, is the 
weakest of the Eidolons. It is also the reason she is 
the most reviled. 


Burmecian folklore suggests that the only good 
thing that came out of the ice witch was that that 
Yggdrasil did not, in fact, die. The mighty towers of 
Asgard split the tree in half, and from its remains 
sprung Cleyra, the good tree, and Iifa, the bad tree. 
Before Cleyra ever became bound by a sea of sand, 
it became the destination of holy pilgrimages 
throughout the world. 


In Burmecia, Shiva is a hated name, a wicked 
curse. Freya remembers how the young boys used to 
push her around, screaming Dirty little Shiva, little 
bitch. Why don’t you just die! And she remembers 
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kneeling before her open window and looking out to 
the eastern mountains and just wishing that she 
could be as lucky as Shiva was, that she could 
escape into the snow caps and be free. Alone. 


But now those young boys have grown into 
strong men, men that lift their swords and rush 
towards the branches of Cleyra with warrior cries. 
But like Ifrit, they are cut down into fountains of 
blood, gurgling over the roots of a dying—dead— 
tree. Freya, blood on broken fingers, drops to her 
knees and cries. 


Freya, this doesn’t end here. You cant let it end 
here. 


I know. 


Cleyra might have been saved by Ice. Or at least, 
Ice could have saved Cleyra its dignity. The frozen 
silence of the dead was so much more merciful than 
the awful smoldering of the dying. And Cleyra was 
the good tree. The holy tree. Cleyra was supposed to 
root the Burmecian race in peace. 


As Zidane drags her away by the elbow, leaving a 
trail of blood behind them, Freya closes her eyes and 
remembers how the world was created. 
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(His dying words, his final blow: you can’t let it 
end here.) 


Burmecian mythology says that Shiva was a 
coward. She murdered her brothers and sisters and 
refused to repay the price. Shiva got to live. But 
Freya knows it is all lies. And when she is the Last 
Survivor, telling her story to the orphans of the 
Cleyrian tragedy, she will tell them the truth. 


“Why was Shiva the only one who got away, 
Nana?” 


“Don’t be silly. She was the only one who 
didn’t.” 


“Some say the world will end in fire. 
Some say in Ice.” 
-Robert Frost 
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20. Caged 


Caged 


It would have been a lie to say she hadn’t 
dreamed of the moment. The moment when she 
found Fratley, or Fratley found her, or Fratley came 
home. Seven years of her life had been spent 
yearning for the moment, waiting with tapping 
fingers and dwindling impatience. It was impossible 
to not have imagined how it would play out. Mostly, 
though, she tried not to think about it. Dreaming 
seemed to hurt the longer time passed. 


At first, when he had just left and she was still 
hopeful, she had imagined his return as something 
dramatic. Perhaps she would be fighting an Ironite 
on a mountain side and just before she was struck 
down, Fratley would appear like a sudden 
thunderstorm and tear the sky asunder. It didn’t 
matter that Freya was hardly going to lose to an 
Ironite, or that she would never need to be rescued. 
Fratley had a way of making her more and less than 
what she was, made her dream in what-if’s and 
what-could-be’s. She dreamt of hunting on the 
Burmecian Plains just the two of them with nothing 
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but the armor on their backs. She dreamt of how the 
wind would whistle at the cut of their blades. 


But a year later, reality found her only with an 
empty plain and a biting chill. The glamour of being 
alone had faded, her armor cold and her spear heavy. 
The mountains surrounding Burmecia, once majestic 
and blue in her sight, became a jagged cage closing 
in. She would never get out. He would never get in. 


The King tried to persuade her to stay. Standing 
under a stone balcony, his hand clutched in his robe, 
he asked, “Why must you leave too? Leave a 
kingdom that needs you?” 


Freya stood under the downpour of the storm, 
feeling the trickle of droplets in her ear. Thunder 
rumbled deep in the distance and she felt it echo 
within her, hollow. “I cannot stay,” she only said. 
Because it was too painful to see her small quaint 
stone house and imagine the life she wasn’t leading. 
Fratley pulling the curtain of the bedroom window 
open, a cup of java in his hand. Fratley trying to 
roast axion on her stove and almost smoking them 
out, because cooking was the one thing he had never 
been good at. Her, laughing, as she tried to fix their 
meal. His smile, small and quiet, as he wrapped an 
arm around her waist. 
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It was as much fear as pain that drove her to 
climb the mountains in the middle of winter. 
Domesticity, permanence, roots. Things she had 
never wanted had become more precious than the 
things she had always desired. What awaited beyond 
the cliffs, she did not know. But whatever it was she 
was sure could not be worse than watching herself 
drain like rainwater in a gutter. 


She was wrong. 


When Cleyra happened, it was like she... woke 
up. Seven years of chasing a phantom, and that is 
exactly what she found. She had travelled thousands 
of miles to find him and when he had stood there 
only an arms breadth away, she had thought finally. 
But when she looked in his face, it was like she had 
never left at all. His eyes reflected those empty 
plains back home, devoid of everything they had 
shared. 


He had been everything to her. Now, she was 
nothing to him. 


It would have been better to dream. 
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21. Ever After 


Ever After 


With a king hardly out of boyhood, Freya had 
seen here fair share of piteous begging. But Eiko 
was spectacular. Her eyes were glistening, sparkling 
and disturbingly reminiscent of a puppy waiting for 
its master to throw a stick for it to chase. 


Freya was a pretty suspicious person by nature 
but in this case, the word hardly did it justice. 
Clearly, a catastrophe was pending. 


“Can she come play with me, daddy?” Her lower 
lip wobbled. “Please, daddy, please?” 


Regent Cid’s expression was particularly painful 
to watch. He looked torn between sincere delight 
and equally sincere unease—from what she’d heard 
via letters over the last few months, Eiko had a 
special talent for creating chaos within the rules 
specified by her foster parents. But even Freya could 
tell he was one bat of an eyelash away from caving 
and she had to wonder why Hilda ever let her 
husband out of sight with Eiko around. 
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“Well...,” Cid faltered, than coughed in his hand. 
‘I suppose it’s all right.’ He turned to Freya, face 
apologetic. “Normally, Eiko is barred from the 
airship hangers save for when I or one of the 
engineers have the time to escort her. But 
considering you know the hanger well, and so long 
as Eiko minds you,” here, he turned a fond eye on 
the girl, who smiled prettily at him, “-I see no reason 
etiquette cannot be done away with,” he finished 
good-naturedly. 


Freya wondered what sort of destruction she was 
consigning herself to. 


Eiko squealed with delight. “Freya, come on!” 
With far more strength than Freya expected a seven 
year old to have, Eiko tugged on Freya’s fingers and 
coaxed her through the maze of Lindblum castle. 
Five long hallways, an elevator, and three hundred 
and twenty seven steps later (Freya counted) they 
found themselves at the roof of the castle, where a 
bridge spanned the several hundred feet of empty 
Space to the large, dome like air ship hangers 
floating like doldrums in the middle of the city. 


All the way there, Eiko had prattled happily to 
Freya about this or that since she had been away. 
She mentioned her missed birthday quite a few 
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times. The information overload served to make 
Freya’s head spin; half way up to the roof, her brain 
shut down and she started staring at the scenery. She 
had never realized before how many potted plants 
Lindblum castle owned. 


The moment that they entered onto the roof, 
however, a stark change came over Eiko. She fell 
silent and let go of Freya’s hand, walking closer to 
the edge of the terrace. The wind was intense and 
strong so high up, and it tousled Eiko’s shoulder 
length hair in so wild a manner that it seemed it 
could blow Eiko off the castle wall at any time. 
Eiko’s sudden quietness, ironically, served to 
recapture Freya’s attention. She watched Ejiko’s 
movements, and then cautiously approached. 


There were obviously not going to play. Freya 
felt relieved. 


The moment Freya reached Eiko’s side to peer 
down across the vast lands of the Mist Continent (by 
name only, as it no longer had any mist) the 
Burmecian became uncomfortably aware that this 
was likely to become one of those talks. The ones 
where important moral and philosophical things 
were said and wisdom was imparted, etcetera. She 
grimaced. Freya was Certainly not the right person to 
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do this. It should have been someone more 
diplomatic, like Garnet or even Zidane. Hell, Vivi 
could have had better luck advising Eiko then she 
would. 


“It’s been a long time, huh?” Eiko started. Her 
tone was carefully neutral, her face unreadable. 
Freya glanced at her through the corner of her eye. 


“Not that long,” Freya replied, since it wasn’t 
true. She didn’t believe in coddling children. Freya 
didn’t believe in coddling anybody. 


Eiko turned to her. Suddenly Freya could see the 
anger in the little girl’s face. She was surprised at the 
intensity of it. 


“It’s been seven months,” Eiko said fiercely. 
“Seven months. Cid taught me math, you know. 
That’s less than a tenth of my life.” 


Freya raised an eyebrow. “What happened to 
‘daddy’ ?” 


Eiko’s face scrunched up, and than she turned 
back to the view. “It’s a name,” she finally said. 
“Like ‘Dagger’.” 


Freya tumed her body fully to Eiko now, leaning 
sideways against the railing. This girl was all ready 


99 


speaking in circles. She’d be a great politician one 
day, but in the meantime Freya would appreciate 
cutting through the verbal garbage. “Hmm...” she 
examined her claws, “Having a hard time adjusting 
to parents, I assume?” 


Eiko started with surprise. Then those sharp eyes 
turned a glare on her. “I’m-don’t be stupid. They 
have been wonderful to me.” 


“I’m sure,” Freya said simply. She waited. 


Slowly, the glare faded away into something 
contemplative, a little too old and a little too 
knowing. Her eyes were sad. 


Freya felt a little sorry for her. She had when 
she’d first seen the little purple haired street urchin 
clutching at Dagger’s legs with those calculating 
eyes. She’d thought, this girl could be a queen. A 
flip of a coin and a few years, and she could have 
been Princess Garnet instead. But she wasn’t and 
hadn’t, she’d been a starving, dirty thief living in a 
dilapidated graveyard. Freya wondered what Eiko 
thought about when she lay in her plush feather 
stuffed mattress in her pearlescent pink suite next to 
her new and adoring parents. You could take a girl 
out of ruins, but could you take the ruin out of the 
girl? 
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As far as Freya knew, not really. Not for a long 
time. 


Freya gave her space. She turned away and 
leaned over to peer straight down the castle walls. 
The height was incredible and it made Freya itch to 
take a jump. 


Eiko was picking the sewn pearls off her sleeves. 
“Seven months feels like long time,” she said at last. 
Her voice only slightly quivered. 


“Tt isn’t, really,” Freya said dismissively. 
‘Humans live an average of eighty years. 
Burmecians live over one hundred. Seven months is 
a minuscule number compared to those figures.’ 
Freya looked at Eiko. “No one has visited you?” 


“No,” Eiko said bitterly. “No one. Except Garnet, 
and that’s because she had royal affairs to take care 
of, and that was only once.’ She seemed to pause, 
than continued, “Zidane stayed in Alexandria.” 


Freya nodded. “Someone should.” 


Eiko opened her mouth, than closed it and looked 
at the ground sullenly. 


Freya regarded her with the hints of a Burmecian 
smile. It was okay, considering Eiko wouldn’t 
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recognize it anyway. “There has been a lot going on 
in Burmecia since the end,” Freya said. “I have just 
very recently been allowed to leave. I am sure that 
Steiner and Zidane have their hands full with 
keeping Alexandria afloat, and I’m sure Vivi would 
have visited if he could. Quina...” Freya scratched 
her head, “...will come eventually, I’m sure. As for 
Amarant, well—” here she let out a small laugh, “I 
doubt Amarant would visit anyone.” 


“Not even you?” Eiko asked. 


Freya frowned, perplexed. “I don’t know what 
you mean.” 


Eiko studied Freya for a long moment, and then 
sighed. She knelt on the ground and leaned back 
against the stone railing, curling her arms around her 
knees. 


“Is it wrong for me to hope,” she said, so softly 
Freya almost didn’t hear, “that I’d see everyone 
together again?” 


Freya had to remind herself Eiko was seven 
because she certainly didn’t sound or act like any 
seven-year-old Freya had seen. “It’s not like we’ve 
forgotten, Eiko.” 


“Uh huh,” the girl muttered. 
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Children. Freya sighed as well, then looked up 
into the sky. There were no longer any airships 
flying, all of them grounded and in their stations to 
be switched with mist-less engines. In the emptiness, 
the birds had reclaimed their lost territory. Huge 
flocks of birds of every color circled and wheeled up 
high, too high to distinguish any one individual. 
Freya thought she might miss them, when the 
airships were back. 


Freya looked down at Eiko. “You know,” she said 
against the fierce wind, “I don’t think it’s possible 
for any of us to forget. Not after seeing the crystal. 
Not after knowing who and what we are.” 


The crystal. The two fell silent, thinking about 
the crystal. It was not something mentioned often. It 
had... certainly been memorable. Darkness as thick 
as tar, squeezing the life from their lungs. Then the 
crystal. A piercing light, pale and fragile, cutting 
like a finely honed blade into the threads of their 
lives-and with it, the knowledge that they were 
nothing. Everything. A grain of sand on its surface. 


Freya took a breath to chase away the sudden, 
sharp longing in her chest. “We won’t forget. Would 
you?” 
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Eiko got to her feet slowly. When she was 
standing she turned and surprised Freya by hugging 
her. Freya stared at the girl’s head awkwardly. 


“Regent Cid and Lady Hilda,” Eiko hiccuped and 
Freya was startled to hear the intense sadness in her 
voice. The tears. “I want them to be my parents. 
Sometimes I don’t think they can. But I hope.” 


Freya thought of Fratley and all the setbacks and 
problems they faced (he loved her because of a 
memory and she loved the memory of him). 
Sometimes, she didn’t think she could continue 
either, didn’t think she could live with that burden. 


But everyone had his or her burdens. The end had 
not been a happily ever after, no matter what Zidane 
said. Prices had been paid at a cost greater than most 
could bear. And still, life continued. One day those 
burdens might—would lift away. But for now they 
had each other. And hope. 


“We destroyed Death himself, Eiko,” Freya said 
lightly. “I think we have a right to claim a bit of 
peace for ourselves.” 


And as if to match word to action, her hand 
reached down and stiffly stroked Eiko’s hair. It was 
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okay, Freya reminded herself. It wasn’t like there 
was anyone there to see. 


Of course, she should have known better than to 
think that. 


“A week tracking down your bony hide, and here 
you are, playing house with the kid,” drawled a 
familiar voice. “Mother Crescent now, is it?” 


Freya and Eiko whirled around to see none other 
than the Flaming-effing-Amarant squeezing through 
the doorway, his face smug enough that she wanted 
to punch it. More than she normally did. 


“Amarant!” Eiko gasped. 


Freya crossed her arms. Amarant always seemed 
to have the worst sense of timing. 


“T wish your mother would have had the good 
sense to drown you when you were born,” Freya 
said with annoyance. Amarant, finally pulling 
himself through, straightened and shook his long red 
hair from his face. That superior expression was 
insulting, frankly. 


“She tried,” Amarant shrugged. “She got far 
closer than you ever did.” 
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Oh? Freya straightened, a hand drifting to her 
knife. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that was a 
challenge, Coral.” 


Amarant’s response was to flip open his claws. 


She didn’t even have her lance but somehow, 
despite herself, Freya felt a surge of exhilaration. 
Now this was something she knew how to handle. 
Freya turned slightly to Eiko as she drew her blade. 
“One moment, princess? It seems I need to take out 
the trash.” 


Eiko’s eyes shined bright, her grin a little nasty. 
“Of course. Please proceed.” 


In the end, no one quite expected the explosion 
that demolished the upper royal suites and put an 
early end to Freya and Amarant’s visit. Nor the 
shocking view of a cackling little princess clinging 
like a monkey to a rail over the gaping stairs. 


No one except, perhaps, Regeant Cid. 
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22. Dancing Dragon 


Dancing was a thoughtless memory and she sunk 
into it. It started with a soundless rhythm beating 
into her strained calves, creeping upward. Her arms 
twisted and bent obediently. Legs and feet flashed in 
and out, and somehow though the mind was 
bewildered the body just knew because dance was 
invisible and its hands were gently prompting and 
she had learned how to oblige. 


Freya could hardly believe she was dancing 
again. A month ago, she would have denied such a 
thing could happen. Now she felt strange weaving in 
and out between Cleyrian dancers with wrists arched 
elegantly and prancing feet. It could have been the 
magic of the sandstorm humming through her veins. 
But she knew better. It was memory, deep within the 
silver lining of her bones, having bided its time, 
waiting to possess. 


Despite the joyful thrum of blood in her veins, 
there was bitterness in her mouth too. 


When she was a child, she danced. She took 
lessons. The ballroom was a shabby stone corridor 
and her partner a harried housekeeper who 
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nonetheless took her through the complicated twists 
and turns of several ancient rituals. Such dances had 
once been sacred arts of worship but by the time she 
had been instructed it was another of many things 
that singled her out among her peers. 


She was not a natural. She stubbed toes and 
bruised shins. The boys made fun of her awkward 
shuffle, called her tumble weed and pondered loudly 
among themselves why she was still trying. The 
girls, jealous of her Page status, tittered at her every 
gesture and word and ignored her every entreaty. It 
felt like the world within the span of Burmecian 
rainclouds was indifferent. And she was angry. So 
angry to find such opposition, because weren’t 
dreams supposed to be chased after? 


No one seemed to understand. Especially not 
Fratley. For him, it was duty. His father and his 
father and his father had been Dragoons. And he was 
good at everything he tried while she was terrible at 
all the things she really wanted. 


But he did practice with her. 


She remembered Fratley’s hands on_ her 
shoulders, urging her into her steps with his calm 
patience. Ghosting fingers against her skin. He had 
had to learn it, he told her, and so did she. 
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Knowledge for the sake of knowledge, he said, 
because maybe one day you’ll need it. Maybe one 
day it will make a difference. 


She had scoffed then. At the end of the day, a 
Dragoon was a prettily dressed weapon. She was not 
even that, a scarred and pitted knife made for work 
that no one wanted. She would never be the timeless 
creature much adored and loved by all Burmecians. 
And she had fought every step and twist in the 
attempt to become it. 


And yet here she was now, wrists and ankles bent 
for the most sacred dance of all. A dragoon and a 
dancer and a girl, a body of dichotomies It was 
strange, this churning in her stomach. She wanted to 
smile and to cry. She wanted to run to Fratley and 
shake him, even though he didn’t know her and 
wouldn’t know why. 


He had been right. She needed this. With this one 
moment, she could forgive them. Not the boys who 
didn’t know better, or the girls who cared too much, 
or the teachers who refused to see. 


But herself, for not believing. And Frately, for 
forgetting he had. 
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As expected, it ended all too soon. The string of 
the harp snapped. The howling outside the door 
died. But even as the moment ended, she knew 
something had changed. She felt the mantle of the 
Dragoon settle on her shoulders in a way it never 
had as her King and her people watched her dash 
after the Alexandrian enemy. She would fight for 
their right to live. And with that, it all came full 
circle 


For she had been right too, just a little. A dragoon 
was a weapon. She was a blade, a little tarnished, 
doing the job that no one could. 
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